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Abstract 
The present study approaches the issue of school achievement at gymnasium and high school levels.The participants are 366 
gymnasium and high school students (medium age 16.1 years, SD 1.80) who were tested with a complex battery made of eight 
intelligence tests, together with Big Five personality questionnaire and Holland’s Self-Directed Search (SDS). According to the 
model of Holland’s structure of interests, it is expected that the realistic type should provide the biggest ratio of underachieved 
people while the social type the biggest ratio of overachieved people. The research confirms these hypotheses and opens several 
new directions of investigating school achievement.  
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1. Introduction 
School underachievement is a typical loss of an important human potential through its progressive going out of 
educational system. The phenomenon of underachievement consists in the deep discrepancy between individual 
cognitive potential – usually medium and over medium level –and school results which are much under this 
cognitive potential (Ausubel & Robinson, 1969). Two types of underachievement have been identified. The first, 
which apparently seems to be less dangerous, is when children achieve on occasion, when the mood takes them, and 
these children are known as situational underachievement. The second type, chronic underachievement, seems to be 
a very serious problem for school, society, their families, and of course for themselves. Interrelations between the 
two types of underachievement are not clearly established. Although over 80 percent of underachievers are boys, the 
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problem of school achievement is important for girls too, because many overachieved girls have fallenvictims to the 
expectations of society and their families (Jackson, 1998). 
The purpose of this study was to determine the personality correlates which are involved in the school 
achievement of gymnasium and high school students. We were also interested in identifying association between 
personality traits and structure of interests for school under- and overachieved students.Thirdly, this study tries to 
answer the question if the school underachieved students have a specific pattern of cognitive structure, the fluid 
component of intelligence appearing to be more strongly associated with underachievement than the crystallized 
one. Secondarily, I wanted to assess the weight which school underachievement has with reference to the 
investigated students’ gender and age. The basic hypothesis of the study was that school underachievement is more 
clearly defined for feminine gender than masculine gender, the phenomenon implying specific connotations from 
the areas of personality, interests and from the cognitive one. 
2. Materials and methods 
2.1. Participants  
Participants were 366 students, out of which 30 in the 6th grade, 30 in the 8th grade, 134 in the 9th grade and 172 
in the 11th grade from different programs of study, e.g. humanities, sciences, vocational, with an average age of 16.1 
years and a SD of 1.80. Participation was voluntary, based on parental consent, approval of school inspectorate and 
of school principals. First, the students and their parents were informed about the purpose of the study, the benefit it 
is supposed to offer. They were also assured about confidentiality of results. The testing was made collectively for 
seven tests of intelligence, personality and interests questionnaires. To evaluate intelligence, there was used a 
comprehensive battery consisting of eight tests: Matrices (Bonnardel 53), Block Design (Clinciu, 2014), Draw a 
Man Test, Bender-Gestalt Standard, Verbal Recombination, Words Definitions, Arithmetic and Number Series. 
According to Cattell’s model of intelligence, these eight tests can be regrouped in a component of Fluid Intelligence 
and another of Crystallized Intelligence. Only Block Design test was performed individually by each pupil at the end 
of the testing session, under the control of two test-supervisors. During the Block Design testing session, the 
students filled in the NEO PI-R questionnaire (Costa and McCrae, 1996) and Holland’s SDS. 
2.2. Procedure 
In a preceding study (Clinciu, 2014), I provided detailed information about the manner of determining school 
achievement which I also used in the present research where I proposed a working method different of Ausubel and 
Robinson’s (1969).I did not determine school achievement in terms of ratio, as the authors mentioned above did. My 
calculation formulaof school achievement was in terms of difference between Grade Point Average (GPA) and IQ, 
both expressed in z scores. When this difference is negative (intelligence overcomes GPA), we can speak about 
underachievement, in the opposite situation (GPA overcomes intelligence),we speak about overachievement. Thus, 
the difference between the two critical levels, symmetrical around the mean (M ± 0.50SD), defines the school 
achievement area. The graphic expression of this working formulae leads to an accurate identification of the three 
groups of close size which are defining for school underachievement, achievement and overachievement. As 
indicators for academic performance there was used the Grade Point Average of the last school semester, and the 
grade marks for the Romanian language and Mathematics. 
3. Results 
A  comparative  analysis  on  the  way  of  school  achievement  evolution  for  boys  and  girls  was  made  taking  into  
account the ages of the beginning, middle and end of adolescence. The synthetic expression of this dynamics is 
shown below in Fig. 1. For the representatives of both genders the age of adolescence beginning marks a higher 
weight of school overachievement, but this conclusion must be taken cautiously because the sub-representation of 
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this age in the investigated sample.For both categories, the age of middle adolescence marks a significant growth of 
school achievement weight which becomes dominant. But, while the weight of overachievers exceeds that of 
underachievers when we speak about girls, with boys underachievement is obviously preponderant already from 15 
½ years, and it increases extremely strongly towards the end of the adolescence.With girls, although the 
phenomenon of underachievement is constant from 15 ½ to 18 years, underachievement has the tendency to slightly 
accentuate. Practically, the beginning and end of high school produce patterns that are very similar for girls but 
pretty different for boys. According to the issue literature, for the entire investigated period there is more school 
underachievement for boys and more school overachievement for girls. 
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Fig. 1. The evolution of school achievement for boys and girls 
One way ANOVA points out different patterns of the personality factors involved in school under- and 
overachievement. To size upon the meaning of differences through a direct comparison of the analyzed opposite 
categories, school under- and overachievement, I did the post-hoc analysis for the variables that produced a 
statistically significant F.
Table 1. Results of one way ANOVA according to school achievement variable for boys and girls 
Boys Girls
F(2, 146) p F(2,214) p
NEO PI-R factors or factorsƍ facets 
Extraversion 3.84 .023 
Openess 3.78 .024 
Agreableness 4.96 .008 
N2 Angry Hostility 4.45 .013 
N4 Self-Consciousness 3.09 .048 
E3 Assertiveness 3.42 .035 
E4 Activity 5.04 .007 
E5 Excitement-Seeking 4.36 .014 
O1 Fantasy 3.69 .026 
O6 Values 3.76 .025 
A2 Straighforwardness 3.74 .025 
A4 Compliance 5.23 .006 
A6 Tender-mindedness 2.80 .063 
SDS facets and cathegories 
Realist 7.14 .001 7.24 .001 
Artistic 3.70 .027 2.94 .055 
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SDS Elevation 3.01 .050 6.42 .002 
SDS Activities 4.04 .019 
SDS Competencies 9.01 <.001 
SDS Self-evaluations 7.44 .001 
Intelligence 
General fluid 8.25 <.001 47.33 <.001 
General crystallized  38.84 <.001 
Table 1 from above offers a very different image of school achievement after the gender criterion. By comparison 
with boys, the investigated phenomenon seems to be much more substantiated on personality peculiarities and on 
structure of interests in the case of girls.  NEO PI-R questionnaire shows the major involvement of three factors in 
girls’ school achievement but in no boys’. Thus, the underachieved girls have significantly higher levels of 
Extraversion and Openness, while the overachieved girls have a very high level of Agreeableness. A more detailed 
picture of girls’ school underachievement shows significantly higher levels for two facets of Neuroticism: more 
Anger Hostility (N2) and Self-Consciousness (N4). At the same time, the E2 (Assertiveness), E4 (Activity) and E5 
(Excitement-Seeking) facets of the Extraversion factor present values which are higher for the underachieved girls 
as well. This special group also differentiates by the Openness factor, the underachieved girls having scores that are 
significantly higher for O1 (Fantasy) and O6 (Values). Significant differences in favor of school overachieved girls 
are also found in the Agreeableness factor, on the A2 (Straightforwardness), A4 (Compliance) and A6 (Tender-
mindedness) facets. None of these constituents of personality seems to clearly intervene in boys’ school 
achievement. 
One of the hypotheses of this study infers the existence of some significant associations between the categories of 
school achievers and structure of interests as it is highlighted by Holland’s SDS. As it is shown in Table 1, only two 
of the six categories of SDS model go into a significant relation with school achievement for boys and girls as well. 
For both genders, the type of Realistic interests, and secondarily Artistic, provide the largest ratio of 
underachievement. It is obvious that not only boys but also girls who are school underachieved have a much higher 
crystallization level of interests than the opposite category, the one of the overachievers, and this fact is highlighted 
by the significantly higher levels of questionnaire scores elevation. The threshold of statistic significance are 
reached only by girls for three of the four domains of investigated interests, namely for Competences, Occupations 
and Self-evaluations. There also are significant differences concerning the cognitive factors involved in school 
achievement. Thus, if for girls this issue statistically associates with both fluid intelligence and crystallized one 
extremely significantly, with boys the differentiation is made exclusively by the fluid intelligence which is 
significantly higher and in the same time is less required by underachievers in school learning. 
4. Discussion 
Of the previously presented data, there comes out a more precisely defined image of school underachievement for 
girls only. A quarter of personality facets for girls, as personality is defined by Costa and McCrae (1996), are 
significantly involved in the phenomenology of school underachievement. Some of these facets show an advantage 
for the school underachieved girls who have a high level of Assertiveness, Activity and Excitement-Seeking, 
Fantasy and Values. On the other side, the school overachieved girls have significantly lower levels of Anger-
Hostility and Self-Consciousness, pointing out a plus of Agreeableness through Straightforwardness, Compliance 
and Tender-mindedness. In the same time, although SDS shows that school underachievement is found in a 
significantly higher proportion at the Realistic and Artistic types for both genders, this phenomenon is more clearly 
underlined for girls as well. Similarly, cognitive structure shows the association of school underachievement with 
higher levels of fluid intelligence for both genders, but with girls crystallized intelligence also participates in this 
process to a certain extent. Of these results there appears that, when we talk about boys, the gender differences 
related to school underachievement must also be sought beyond the investigated cognitive, of personality and of 
interests factors(Farsides & Woodfield 2003). 
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In order to have a more complex image of masculine underachievement, these differences should be sought in the 
field of motivation of self-regulated learning (Pintrich &DeGroot, 1990), of attitudes (Coote, 1998), of the gender 
definition of masculinity in the western culture (Jackson, 1998), in neurocerebral and specifically psychological 
peculiarities (more cerebral specialization and differentiation for the masculine gender but bicerebral access to the 
language for the feminine gender)(Witkin et al., 1962; Gazzaniga & LeDoux, 1978), or even in the sets of values 
(preponderantly feminine) that are promoted in schools by the teachers (mostly women) (Hampton & Mason 
2003).The present study recommends that “the group portrait” of school underachievement should be adjusted more 
correctly to reality. Thus, this study highlights more impulsivity, anger and hostility, poor test results at school, 
victimization and rejection to school underachievers. On the other side, the reduced spectrum of interests and 
passions, a low self-image, distrust and indifference, the fact that they cannot plan for future or set goals well below 
their true ability or potential are to be reevaluated. 
My study suggests that between the culture of school and the values that are assumed by some students, 
preponderantly of masculine gender, there is a gap which gets deeper with age. In a world of high competences, 
getting out early from the formative circuit of school can have immeasurable consequences for individual or 
collective destiny. This thing must determine the education providers to reassess their own sets of values, final 
targets and formative methods in order to give the underachievers a real chance for success in school and in life, too. 
Secondarily, I think that the long term effects of school overachievement should be equally assessed because 
between “the clever boy of school” and “the clever boy of street”(Sternberg, 1985) not always the former is 
victorious. 
References 
Ausubel, D. P., & Robinson, F. G. (1969/ 1981). ÎnvăĠarea în úcoală. O introducere în Psihologia pedagogică. Bucureúti: E.D.P. 
Clinciu, A. I. (2014). Personality, gender and high school profile correlates of underachievement. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, in 
press, Elsevier. DOI 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.03.230. 
Coote, H. (1998). Boys’ reading: a question of attitude? English in Aotearoa, 35, 20-24. 
Costa, P.T., McCrae, R.,R., Iliescu, D., Minulescu, M., Nedelcea, C., & Ispas, D.,. (2010). NEO PI-R Manual Tehnic. Cluj-Napoca: Sinapsis. 
Gazzaniga, M. S., & LeDoux, J. E. (1978). The integrated mind. New York and London: Plenum Press. 
Farsides, T., & Woodfield, R. (2003). Individual differences and undergraduate academic success: the role of personality, intelligence and 
application. Personality and Individual Differences, 34, 1125-1243. 
Hampton, N. Z., & Mason, E. (2003). Learning Disabilities, Gender, Sources of Efficacy, Self-Efficacy Beliefs, and Academic Achievement in 
High School Students. Journal of School Psychology, 41, 101-102. 
Jackson, D, (1998). Masculine identities. In D. Epstein, J. Elwood, V. Hey, & J. Man (Eds.) Failing boys?Oxford: OUP. 
Pintrich, P. R., DeGroot E. (1990). Motivational and self-regulated learning components of classroom academic performance. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 83, 33-40. 
Sternberg, R. J. (1985). Beyond IQ: A triarchiachic theory of human intelligence. New York: CambridgeUniversity Press. 
Witkin, H. A., Dyk, R. B., Faterson, H. F., Goodenough, D. R., & Karp. S. A. (1962). Psychological differentiation. Studies of development.New
York, London: John Wiley and Sons. 
